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Mental Context Reinstatement Increases Resistance to False Suggestions
After Children Have Experienced a Repeated Event
Donna M. Drohan-Jenningsa, Kim P. Robertsa and Martine B. Powellb
aWilfrid Laurier University, Canada; bDeakin University, Australia
When children allege repeated abuse, they are required to provide details about specific
instances. This often results in children confusing details from different instances,
therefore the aim of this study was to examine whether mental context reinstatement
(MCR) could be used to improve children’s accuracy. Children (N ¼ 120, 6–7-year-
olds) participated in four activities over a 2-week period and were interviewed about the
last (fourth) time with a standard recall or MCR interview. They were then asked
questions about specific details, and some questions contained false information. When
interviewed again 1 day later, children in the MCR condition resisted false suggestions
that were consistent with the event more than false suggestions that were inconsistent; in
contrast, children in the standard interview condition were equally suggestible for both
false detail types and showed a yes bias. The results suggest a practical way of eliciting
more accurate information from child witnesses.
Key words: children’s memory; eyewitness; interviews; memory; mental context;
repeated experiences; source monitoring; suggestibility.
Children experience a variety of repeated,
routine events on a regular basis, such as
swimming lessons, sports practices, and
attending school or a religious institution
(e.g., church, mosque). Unfortunately some
children also experience child abuse or
bullying, which may occur repeatedly and
have routine aspects. Previous research has
demonstrated that repeated event memory
is qualitatively different from novel event
memory (Powell & Thomson, 1996, 1997;
Roberts & Blades, 1998; see also Roberts,
2002; Roberts & Powell, 2001, for reviews).
For example, compared to children who
experience an event only one time, children
with repeated event experience are more
accurate for general event details that are
the same each time, but less accurate about
unique details specific to individual occur-
rences of the event (Hudson & Nelson,
1986; Pearse, Powell, & Thomson, 2003;
Powell & Thomson, 1996). Thus, how often
an event has been experienced can have
profound effects on children’s memories,
and children typically find it challenging to
distinguish and discuss a single occurrence
of a repeated event (Powell & Thomson,
1997).
Children’s ability to distinguish be-
tween similar events relies on their ability
to make accurate temporal and source-
monitoring decisions, a task that is difficult
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for many children. Nonetheless, when
providing testimony in a forensic situation,
child eyewitnesses are typically required
to discuss a single instance of an event
that may have happened many times (see
Powell, Roberts, & Guadagno, 2007, for a
review). Understanding children’s capacity
to discuss a particular occurrence of a
repeated event and how to facilitate their
ability to do so therefore has important
practical implications for forensic and
investigative interviews. In this study we
tested whether mental context reinstate-
ment (MCR) enabled children to more
accurately remember a single episode of a
repeated event than a standard interview.
An interview that relies on open-ended
prompts (e.g., ‘‘tell me more’’) rather than
option-posing or yes/no questions leads
children to provide more descriptive,
freely recalled information (Lamb, Orbach,
Hershkowitz, Esplin, & Horowitz, 2007;
Sternberg, Lamb, Orbach, Esplin, &Mitch-
ell, 2001). Children also provide more
accurate information when they are asked
open-ended questions than when they are
asked forced-choice or specific, focused
questions (Hutcheson, Baxter, Telfer, &
Warden, 1995). In the case of multiple
allegations from the same child, however,
it is vital to develop interview procedures
that help children distinguish between
episodes of repeated events, in addition to
the effective use of open-ended prompts.
One means by which children may be
assisted in providing more accurate testi-
mony is by interviewing them with the
MCR technique, which is a component
of the Cognitive Interview (Fisher &
Geiselman, 1992; Geiselman, 1988). The
Cognitive Interview was developed to
provide eyewitnesses with several mnemo-
nic techniques to improve their memory for
events (Geiselman, 1988). These mnemonic
techniques include reverse recall (recalling
an event from the end to the beginning),
recall from another’s perspective (taking
the perspective of another individual
present at the event and reporting how
they likely would have perceived the event),
complete report (interviewee is encouraged
to report every detail regardless of whether
they think it may be insignificant), and
MCR (Fisher & Geiselman). Not all of
these techniques are appropriate for use
with children, but MCR may be one aspect
of the Cognitive Interview that would help
children with event recall. The MCR
technique encourages individuals to men-
tally return to a target event by thinking
about, for example, their sensory experi-
ences and emotions during the event, and
by visualizing their surroundings and
any actions they performed or saw others
perform (Fisher & Geiselman).
There is some support for using the
Cognitive Interview, and specifically MCR
instructions, with children. For example,
when children were encouraged to mentally
recreate their surroundings at the time of a
to-be-remembered event while providing
free recall, they provided more information
overall that was also more accurate com-
pared to reports from children interviewed
with a standard, open-ended interview
(McCauley & Fisher, 1995). Although
children interviewed with MCR also repor-
ted more incorrect details than those
interviewed with a standard interview,
overall accuracy rates were just as high
given that these children provided
more information in total (McCauley &
Fisher). Similar results have been found
in several other empirical studies (Hayes
& Delamothe, 1997; see also Larsson &
Lamb, 2009; Pipe, Lamb, Orbach, &
Esplin, 2004, for reviews). Some research
has found, however, that use of the Cogni-
tive Interview increases the amount of
correct information reported without a
corresponding increase in incorrect infor-
mation (Akehurst, Milne, & Ko¨hnken,
2003; Bowen & Howie, 2002; Hammond,
Wagstaff, & Cole, 2006; Holliday, 2003a,b;
Holliday & Albon, 2004) and sometimes
leads to higher overall accuracy rates
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(Larsson, Granhag, & Spjut, 2003; Milne &
Bull, 2003). These findings suggest that
MCR may be an effective tool in assisting
children in providing more accurate reports
about their memories.
While there is no existing empirical
evidence specific to the use of MCR
when interviewing children about repeated
events, at least two studies on interviews
in child abuse investigations have exa-
mined the use of MCR with children
(Hershkowitz, Orbach, Lamb, Sternberg,
& Horowitz, 2001, 2002). These studies
found that children freely recalled more
information when MCR prompts were
used, compared to a standard investigative
interview or physical context reinstatement
(i.e., returning to the scene of alleged
crimes). Although information provided in
free recall tends to be relatively accurate
(e.g., Hutcheson et al., 1995), it was not
possible to determine how MCR may have
affected accuracy in these studies.
The current study expands on previous
research on MCR by being the first to
systematically explore the effect of MCR
on the accuracy of children’s memory for
repeated events. The goal of this study was
to determine whether MCR is an appro-
priate and effective interview technique
for use with children who have experienced
similar events multiple times. More speci-
fically, this study examined whether MCR
can assist children in discussing a speci-
fic instance of a repeated experience by
increasing accuracy.
Source Monitoring
Source monitoring refers to the ability to
make determinations about where knowl-
edge was obtained (Johnson, Hashtroudi,
& Lindsay, 1993). In the context of repea-
ted events, the source of a memory refers to
the particular occurrence from which a
recalled detail was present. For example, if
the children sat on cardboard the day
they made a puzzle of a clown juggling,
the source of the memory of sitting on
cardboard would be the day the puzzle was
of a clown juggling. Children may find it
challenging to monitor the source of
information they recall, making it difficult
for them to distinguish which details are
tied to a specific occurrence of a repeated
event (see Roberts, 2002, for a review).
Source monitoring decisions are made
at the time individuals are attempting to
recall an event; thus, reflecting on feelings
and sensory information that were ex-
perienced at the time of an event may
improve children’s ability to recall that
event accurately (Johnson et al.). The
MCR technique may therefore assist chil-
dren in determining whether a particular
detail was present in a specific occurrence
of a repeated event.
Powell and Thomson (2003) found that
when children were given a list of all possi-
ble variations of a detail from a repeated
event, they were more accurate in identi-
fying which variation was present in a
particular occurrence compared to children
who were not provided with a list of possi-
bilities. It may be that having a list of
variations improved children’s ability to
access source information about the events
(Powell & Thomson, 2003), by providing
them with a cue that helped them order the
instantiations temporally and, thus, distin-
guish between occurrences. It is generally
not feasible, though, for investigative inter-
viewers to provide children with details
about events to choose from. MCR may
help children, however, recall more infor-
mation and therefore help children over-
come confusion about which specific
details occurred during a particular episode
of a repeated event; MCR might allow
children to generate cues that may enable
them to differentiate between occurrences.
Current Study
If MCR indeed aids children in monitoring
source information from their memories,
596 D.M. Drohan-Jennings et al.
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they should be more accurate when
asked to discuss a specific occurrence of a
repeated event. In the current study,
then, children participated in four repeated
events consisting of 16 activities that
varied during each occurrence. At a fifth
biasing interview session, which took
place after a 1- or 4-week delay, children
provided a free narrative about the final
session of the activities, using either stan-
dard interview prompts or MCR instruc-
tions. The children were then asked 16
specific questions about the activities.
Eight of the specific questions were about
accurate (true) details from the target
occurrence, while eight of them were about
inaccurate (false) details. The false details
were either consistent with the theme of
the activity or inconsistent with the theme
of the activity. For example, if the child
sat on a garbage bag, a false-consistent
question was ‘‘Did you sit on newspaper?’’
(i.e., something flat on the floor) while
a false-inconsistent question was ‘‘Did
you sit on a wooden chair?’’ (i.e., some-
thing raised above the floor). The following
day, at a final memory interview session,
children answered 32 yes/no questions
about both the true and false (suggested)
details.
Roberts and Powell (2006) found that
children were more resistant to suggestion
(i.e., were less likely to accept incorrect
information presented by an interviewer)
when the suggested information was incon-
sistent with the theme of an activity, than
when the suggested information was con-
sistent with the theme. We were particu-
larly interested, then, in testing whether
MCR would reduce errors made by (in-
accurately) accepting false information
that was consistent with the event (given
that these errors are more numerous than
accepting false information that is incon-
sistent with the event). Thus, while children
in the MCR condition are expected to be
more accurate for both false question
types compared to the standard interview
condition, the MCR interview should help
children to be particularly resistant to
false-consistent suggestions.
The methodology of this study also
allowed for the comparison of MCR
and a standard interview at two different
delays. This is important because long
retention intervals have been shown to
have a negative impact on children’s event
recall (Powell & Thomson, 1997). There-
fore, children in the 1-week delay condition
are expected to be more accurate than are
children in the 4-week delay condition. The
use of the MCR technique, however, may
provide contextual cues that will improve
children’s recall after a delay. Thus chil-
dren in the MCR condition should be more
accurate at both delays compared to the
standard condition, although the difference
between the two groups would be greatest
at the 1-week delay.
Method
Design
The design of this study consisted of a
2 (Interview Condition: MCR or stan-
dard) 6 2 (Delay: 1 or 4 weeks) between-
subjects experimental design. Children
participated in four activities over a
2-week period, were given a biasing inter-
view in which false suggestions (some
consistent and some inconsistent with
the theme of the events) were presented,
and then were given a memory interview.
Responses at the memory interview were
the dependent variables.
Participants
A total of 120 6–7-year-old children
(M ¼ 79.98 months, SD ¼ 4.00) partici-
pated, and were recruited from schools in
the Melbourne, Australia area. An equal
number of boys and girls participated.
Parents gave informed consent if they
were willing for their child to participate,
and verbal assent was obtained from the
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children both before the events and prior to
the interview sessions.
Materials
Each event in the series consisted of 16
activities (items) that followed the same
activity script, but specific details (instan-
tiations) varied each time. For example, the
children engaged in a warm-up activity
each day, but the actual activity they did
to warm up was different each time. A
complete list of the items and all their
instantiations is included in Appendix A.
Furthermore, in order to ensure that
children did not confuse items in the events
with items they have encountered else-
where, the items used in the current study
were designed specifically for the study,
and are not commercially available.
The materials have been successfully
used in previous studies (e.g., Powell,
Roberts, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1999;
Powell, Roberts, Thomson, & Ceci, 2007;
Roberts & Powell, 2007).
Procedure
Events
All participants took part in four 30-min
repeated-event sessions within a 2-week
period. A trained research assistant led
all children in the activities, which were
referred to as the ‘‘Deakin activities’’ on
each occasion. Each event session included
16 activities that varied at each occurrence.
The possible sets of activities were divided
into groups of four, and which four sets
were presented to each group was counter-
balanced. For example, if one group parti-
cipated in sets A, B, C and E, another
group participated in E, D, A, and B (see
Appendix A for a list of the activities and
their instantiations). The fourth event
session (the target session for the inter-
views) included a tag to serve as an
identifier of the target session during the
interview. The tag was either a new leader,
a prominent necklace, or a badge. The tags
were present only in the last occurrence.
Children participated in the activity ses-
sions in groups but they were interviewed
individually.
Biasing Interview
After either a 1- or 4-week delay, children
participated in an interview during which
they first provided a brief narrative elicited
with either standard open-ended prompts
or MCR instructions, and were then
asked 16 specific questions about the final
occurrence of the events. Interviews were
approximately 25–30 min in length and
were conducted by research assistants
(RAs) other than the RAs who led the
events. Children were randomly assigned to
one of two interview conditions, receiving
either standard, open-ended prompts or
MCR instructions, with the constraint that
there be an equal number of participants in
each condition, and gender was balanced.
In the standard interview condition the
interview began with an introductory phase
in which the interviewer asked the child
whether they remembered participating in
the Deakin activities, and instructing the
child that the interviewer wanted to hear
about the session where they had a new
leader or wore the necklace or badge
(depending on the individual child’s condi-
tion). The substantive phase of the inter-
view followed, with an initial prompt
asking the child to tell the interviewer
everything s/he could remember about
that event session. Throughout the inter-
view, further details were elicited using
open-ended prompts such as ‘‘What hap-
pened next’’, and ‘‘Tell me what else you
remember’’.
The introductory phase of the MCR
interview began with the interviewer asking
the child whether they remembered parti-
cipating in the Deakin activities, and
drawing the child’s attention to the target
session. Children were given instructions
598 D.M. Drohan-Jennings et al.
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aimed to help them mentally recreate
the session dependent on their tag condi-
tion. Children in the ‘‘new leader’’ group
were asked to think about and describe
what the new leader looked like, what she
wore, how it felt to have a new leader and
whether the new leader did a good job
of leading the activities. Children in the
‘‘necklace/badge’’ group were asked to
think about and describe what the neck-
lace or badge looked like, how they felt
when they wore something new that
time, and whether they liked the Deakin
activities that time. As with the standard
interview, the substantive phase of the
MCR interview began by asking the child
to tell the interviewer everything s/he
could remember about that event session,
with open-ended prompts to elicit further
information.
After the free narrative, the RA told the
child she had some more questions to ask,
and instructed the child that s/he should
answer them as well as s/he could even
if the information had already been dis-
cussed. Each child was then asked 16
specific questions about the activities;
one question for each detail in the final
event session. Eight of the questions refer-
red to accurate (true) details about the
activities, for example, ‘‘What colour was
the garbage bag you sat on?’’ The other
four questions referred to inaccurate (false)
details about the activities. Two of the false
details were consistent with the activities
(e.g., ‘‘What colour was the newspaper
you sat on the last day?’’) and the other
two false details were inconsistent with
the activities (e.g., ‘‘What colour was the
wooden chair you sat on?’’). The questions
were asked in a random order, and the
assignment of details to true or false
questions was counterbalanced. The ques-
tions containing true information was
included to balance the interview (other-
wise children would realize they were being
misled constantly) and are not included in
the analyses.
Memory Interview
One day after the biasing interview, the
children received a final memory interview
from the same RA who conducted the
previous interview. The RA told the child
that she had lost their answers from the
previous day, and that she was therefore
going to ask some questions about the
Deakin activities again. Children were
asked a total of 32 yes/no questions related
to the 16 details from the biasing interview.
Two sets of 16 yes/no questions were
created, such that in total, there were 16
true questions, eight false consistent and
eight false inconsistent. This allowed for
counterbalancing of whether the yes/no
question about a particular detail was
probed first in a consistent or inconsistent
manner with the way the detail was probed
at the biasing interview (Table 1). Thus, if a
particular detail was described inaccurately
(e.g., false consistent) at the biasing inter-
view, in one set of 16 questions at the
memory interview it was true, and in the
other set of questions it was false consis-
tent. Which set of 16 questions was asked
first was counterbalanced across children.
Children’s responses were coded as correct
when the child responded yes to true details
and no to false details. Interrater agree-
ment was at least 98% across response
types.
Table 1. Possible Combination of Description
of Detail at Biasing and Memory Interviews.
Description of
detail in question
at biasing interview
Description of
detail in question
at memory interview
Four false
consistent
Two true
Two false consistent
Four false
inconsistent
Two true
Two false inconsistent
Eight truea Four truea
Two false consistenta
Two false inconsistenta
Note. aFiller items that were not analysed.
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Results
An alpha level of. 05 was used to determine
significance for all results in this study,
unless otherwise noted below. All data
are responses to the yes/no questions at
the final (second) interview. Inspection of
Table 2 shows that the means from children
in the MCR condition were higher in seven
of the eight comparisons than those in
the standard interview condition. We now
present inferential analyses on these data.
Note that the data refer to responses about
items that were inaccurately described
at the biasing interview because we were
specifically interested in whether MCR
would reduce errors about false-consistent
details; at the memory interview, however,
these details were described both accurately
(true) and inaccurately (false).
A 2 (Interview: MCR vs. Standard) 6
2 (Delay: 1 or 4 weeks) 6 2 (Biasing Inter-
view Suggestion: false consistent or false
inconsistent) 6 2 (Memory Interview
Detail: true or false) analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was conducted for all correct
responses (i.e., yes responses to true details
and no responses to false details), with
biasing interview suggestion and detail
being within-subjects variables. Because
false details were asked in the same
format at both the biasing interview and
the memory interview (i.e., false-consistent
items were false consistent at both inter-
views) the detail variable had two levels
(true and false). See Table 2 for the means
and standard deviations for all items des-
cribed inaccurately at the biasing interview.
There was a main effect of detail,
F(1,116) ¼ 9.61, p ¼ .002, Z2p ¼ .08, because
children were more accurate when asked
about the true version of the details
(M ¼ 2.96, SE ¼ .07) than the false ver-
sion (M ¼ 2.60, SE ¼ .10). There was also
a main effect of delay, because children
were more accurate at the 1-week delay
(M ¼ 3.00, SE ¼ .09) than they were at
the 4-week delay (M ¼ 2.57, SE ¼ .09),
F(1,116) ¼ 10.72, p ¼ .001, Z2p ¼ .09.
Both delay and detail approached sig-
nificant interactions with the interview
variable (detail and interview, F(1,116) ¼
3.67, p ¼ .06, Z2p ¼ .03; biasing interview
suggestion, interview and delay, F(1,116) ¼
3.67, p ¼ .06, Z2p ¼ .03), but these results
were qualified by a significant interaction
of interview, delay, biasing interview sug-
gestion and detail, F(1,116) ¼ 3.96, p ¼ .05,
Z2p ¼ .03. Because there was an effect of
delay, the analyses were split by this
variable in order to aid in interpreting the
four-way interaction. Thus, a 2 (Interview:
Table 2. Mean Accuracy Rates for Responses at Memory Interview to Items Described
Inaccurately at Biasing Interview.
Description at
biasing interview False consistent False inconsistent
Description at
memory interview True M (SD)
False consistent
M (SD) True M (SD)
False inconsistent
M (SD)
One-week delay
Control (n ¼ 29) 3.21 (0.90) 2.55 (1.18) 3.52 (0.74) 2.59 (1.40)
MCR (n ¼ 31) 3.26 (0.82) 3.13 (0.92) 2.81 (1.01) 2.90 (1.01)
Total (N ¼ 60) 3.23 (0.85) 2.85 (1.09) 3.15 (0.95) 2.75 (1.22)
Four-week delay
Control (n ¼ 31) 2.68 (1.11) 2.35 (1.25) 2.71 (1.04) 2.29 (1.51)
MCR (n ¼ 29) 2.55 (1.02) 2.62 (1.32) 2.97 (1.12) 2.38 (1.15)
Total (N ¼ 60) 2.62 (1.06) 2.48 (1.28) 2.83 (1.08) 2.33 (1.34)
Note: MCR ¼ mental context reinstatement.
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MCR vs. Standard) 6 (Biasing Interview
Suggestion: false consistent or false incon-
sistent) 6 2 (Detail: true or false) ANOVA
was run separately for the 1- and 4-week
delays.
One-Week Delay
Interview condition interacted with both
biasing interview suggestion, F(1,58) ¼ 5.30,
p ¼ .03, Z2p ¼ .08, and detail, F(1,58) ¼ 6.40,
p ¼ .01, Z2p ¼ .10. The interaction between
biasing suggestion and interview occurred
because children who received the MCR
instructions were more accurate for false-
consistent (M ¼ 6.39, SD ¼ 1.31) versus
false-inconsistent items (M ¼ 5.71, SD ¼
1.40), t(31) ¼ 72.33, p ¼ .03, while there
was no difference between the two types of
false items for children in the standard
recall interview, t(30) ¼ 1.02, p ¼ .32 (as
was predicted). There was no difference
between MCR instructions and the stan-
dard interview for false inconsistent details,
t(58) ¼ 1.01, p ¼ .32, but there was a non-
significant trend toward a difference be-
tween the two groups for false-consistent
items, t(58) ¼ 71.66, p ¼ .10, because chil-
dren in the MCR condition were more
accurate than those in the standard inter-
view condition.
Although there was a main effect
of detail, F(1,58) ¼ 6.94, p ¼ .01, Z2p ¼ .10
(because children were more accurate for
true items [M ¼ 3.20, SE ¼ .08] than they
were for false items [M ¼ 2.80, SE ¼ .13]),
the Detail 6 Interview interaction showed
that children in the standard recall condi-
tion were more accurate (M ¼ 6.72, SD ¼
1.22) than children in the MCR condition
(M ¼ 6.06, SD ¼ 2.33), t(58) ¼ 1.97, p ¼
.05, when recalling details that were true at
the memory interview. In contrast, there
was no significant difference between the
groups on items that were false, although
there was a trend such that children in
the MCR condition were more accurate
(M ¼ 6.03, SD ¼ 1.70) than those in the
control condition (M ¼ 5.14, SD ¼ 2.33),
t(58) ¼ 71.71, p ¼ .09.
It was not predicted that children in the
standard recall interview would provide a
greater number of accurate responses to
the items that were accurately described
at the memory interview. Such a result,
however, could occur if these children
had a yes bias. A yes response to a falsely
described detail would be incorrect, but
correct for an accurately described detail.
Thus, higher scores would be expected in
response to questions about true items than
false items, and examination of the means
in Table 2 shows exactly this pattern:
children in the standard recall condition
were more accurate for true than false
details, showing that they often said yes
regardless of the accuracy of the item in the
question. In contrast, children in the MCR
condition did not show this pattern; their
superior rejection of false-consistent details
rules out a yes bias.
Four-Week Delay
In contrast to reports at the 1-week delay,
there were no effects or interactions with
the interview condition. There was a
marginally significant interaction of biasing
interview suggestion and detail, F(1,58) ¼
3.69, p ¼ .06, Z2p ¼ .06, because children
were more accurate for details that were
false inconsistent at the biasing interview
and true at the memory interview (M ¼
2.83, SD ¼ 1.08) than they were for items
that were false inconsistent at both interviews
(M ¼ 2.33, SD ¼ 1.34), t(59) ¼ 72.44, p ¼
.02. Children were equally as suggestible
for false-consistent details regardless of
whether they were accurately (M ¼ 2.62,
SD ¼ 1.06) or inaccurately described at the
memory interview (M ¼ 2.48, SD ¼ 1.28),
t(59) ¼ 7.69, p ¼ .49.
Thus overall, children were more accu-
rate for true details than false details, and
more accurate at a 1-week delay compared
to a 4-week delay. The effects of MCR
Mental Context Reinstatement 601
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
5:
02
 2
8 
Ma
rc
h 
20
11
varied, however, depending on the length
of the delay. Specifically, children who
received MCR instructions resisted false
suggestions that were consistent with the
event theme more than false-inconsistent
details, as expected, but only at the 1-week
delay.
Discussion
After repeated event experience, children
may have difficulty distinguishing bet-
ween occurrences of the events due to the
challenges associated with remembering
the specific source of their memories (i.e.,
which occurrence specific activities took
place in; Roberts, 2002) and difficulty with
remembering when specific activities oc-
curred (temporal monitoring; Powell &
Thomson, 1997, 2003). Nonetheless, chil-
dren are often expected to discuss one or
two separate instances of a repeated event
when providing testimony in forensic
investigations (see Powell, Roberts, &
Guadagno, 2007, for a review). Identifying
interview techniques that enable children to
more accurately discuss a single episode of
a repeated experience is therefore critical.
The current study examined the use of
MCR instructions as a means to help
children determine whether a particular
detail was a part of a specific instance of a
repeated event. Because children can in-
corporate false information that is never-
theless consistent with the theme of the
events, we aimed to reduce the number of
times children reported these false details
as if they actually happened.
At the 1-week delay, children who
received MCR instructions were more
accurate at rejecting false suggestions for
items that were consistent with the theme
versus false suggestions that were inconsis-
tent with the theme. Children interviewed
with a standard open-ended interview did
not show such a reduction in errors. The
finding that MCR instructions helps chil-
dren be more accurate for false-consistent
items is especially noteworthy because
children tend to find it particularly difficult
to resist suggestions that are consistent
with the event (Connolly & Price, 2006;
Roberts & Powell, 2006), and because
investigators may accept false, but consis-
tent, reports as true because they sound
plausible. It is also important to note that
although MCR instructions did not help
children resist false inconsistent sugges-
tions, it also did not provide a disadvan-
tage in resisting such suggestions compared
to standard interview prompts. MCR may
therefore provide a valuable tool in help-
ing children resist inaccurate but consistent
false suggestions, without compromising
their ability to resist false-inconsistent
suggestions.
Children were more accurate overall
when the true (vs. the false) version of
items was probed at the memory inter-
view. At the 1-week delay, children in the
standard interview condition were more
accurate for details that were true at the
memory interview than were children in
the MCR condition. This result was sur-
prising and there are two possible explana-
tions. The first is that the process of
mentally recreating the target event may
have helped children recall more deeply,
leading them to recall more information
about the event. This could increase the
chances that sources were confused (i.e.,
MCR may help children with content recall
but not source monitoring). Another pos-
sibility is that children in the standard
interview condition were not actually more
accurate; their higher scores reflect a yes
bias. That is, they were prone to say yes
to all of the questions, which would mean
higher scores on questions to which the
correct answer was yes (i.e., questions
about true details). Thus, the effects of
MCR could be to reduce yes biases in
interviews, which is in itself a worthy
goal.
There were few effects of MCR at the
4-week delay. It may be that the memory
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trace for the target event had decayed to
the point that children had difficulty men-
tally recreating the event, or at least
that mentally recreating the event did not
provide any more information than
could be retrieved using standard interview
prompts. Because all children were less
accurate at the long delay, however, this
finding also replicates previous research
that has demonstrated that, as the retention
interval increases, children’s overall recall
of repeated events decreases and that
their ability to recall details specific to a
particular episode declines (Powell &
Thomson, 1997). It is especially vital in
forensic settings to talk to children as
soon as possible after an alleged incident
because the accuracy and completeness of
children’s reports has particularly impor-
tant implications.
Overall, the present findings suggest
that MCR instructions may help children
resist suggestions that are false but con-
sistent with the events they have experi-
enced. Further studies examining the use
of MCR in reducing inaccuracies should
be conducted to find ways of enhanc-
ing children’s testimony at long, as well
as short, delays. For example, testing
whether MCR can be used to enhance
free narratives is the next logical step
now that we have seen that MCR has an
effect on children’s memories for repeated
events. Another important consideration is
whether differences in the effectiveness of
MCR compared to a standard interview
vary developmentally. Although some pre-
vious research suggests that MCR may not
be beneficial for 6-year-olds (e.g., Dietze &
Thomson, 1993), the current study suggests
that MCR may indeed be helpful for this
age group. Further, two field studies by
Hershkowitz et al. (2001, 2002) found that,
compared to a standard investigative inter-
view or physical context reinstatement,
children as young as 4 years old provided
more information in the free recall phase of
interviews when MCR was used. More
research is therefore needed to determine
whether MCR is a useful technique for
interviewing younger children about re-
peated events.
In sum, although MCR is effective
when children recall a one-time event, this
is the first study to show that MCR has a
positive effect on children’s memory of
repeated events. The results show that
young children (aged 6–7 in this study)
have information available that can be
used to determine which details go with
which specific incidents. Given that incor-
porating MCR into investigative interviews
of children is an easy technique that does
not take considerably more time than
standard recall interviewing, the benefits
of MCR are clear.
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